JFK and Further Sinister Forces 


BEST EVIDENCE 

Disguise and Deception in the 
Assassination of John F. Kennedy. 
By David S. Lifton. 

Illustrated. 747pp. New York: 
Macmillan. $16.95. 


By HARRISON E. SALISBURY 


W E live in the 18th year since John Fitzgerald 
Kennedy’s life was brought to an end on a 
bright November day in Dallas, Texas. The 
shelves are burdened with reports of official investi- 
gations and the endless tomes of inquiring scholars, 
sensational scribblers and assassination freaks. 

When will it end? Not soon. Four days 
after the assassination, in a memoran- 
dum to myself (I was in charge of The 
New York Times ’s coverage and in- 
quiry into the Kennedy assassination), 

I wrote: 

"The echoes of this killing will re- . 
sound down the corridors of our history 
for years and years and years. It is so 
strange, so bizarre, so incredible, so 
susceptible . to legend making. It 
matches Lincoln’s assassination and 
may well have equal public effects. ’ ’ 

The latest addition to the assassina- 
tion literature, "Best Evidence” by 
David S. Lifton, underscores that ob- 
servation. Nor will this new entry bring 
an end to what has become a macabre 
industry. 

Mr. Lifton ’s work has been intro- 
duced by Macmillan with fanfare. The 
advertisements blazon “The Coffin 
Was Empty.” Review copies come with 
a handy kit of ready-to-ask questions 
for television interviewers too busy to 
read the book. There are charts and 
photographs to provide the all-impor- 
tant visuals. 

Mr. Lifton’s basic concern is to show 
that it was physically possible that Mr. 

Kennedy’s body could have fallen into 
the hands of unknown conspirators . 
some time between 2:18 P.M. Novem- 
ber 22, when it was (supposedly) loaded 
onto Air Force One in Dallas, and about 
8 P.M., when it was officially observed 
arriving at the Bethesda Naval Hospi- 
tal morgue, where the autopsy was con- 
ducted. During this interval, Mr. Lifton postulates, 
what he calls “medical forgery” could have been 
perpetrated to change the nature of Kennedy’s 
wounds. 

Mr. Lifton does not seem very certain about who 
might have carried out this complicated caper. In 
fact, he seems to find himself in a state of creative ex- 
haustion after so many years of burrowing in minutiae 
for materials with which to concoct his elaborate and 
sometimes almost incomprehensible timetable of the 
movements of coffins, coffin guard teams, doctors. Se- 
cret Service agents, F.B.I. men, Kennedy people and, 
of course, the actual body of J.F.K. 

But, if I read him right, Mr. Lifton suspects several 
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sinister forces — possibly Lyndon 'Baines Johnson, 
possibly the C.I.A., possibly the F.B.I. , possibly par- 
ties unknown. The only thing of which he seems 
strongly convinced is that Lee Harvey Oswald was, in 
his words, "a patsy.” Mr. Lifton is willing to concede, 
I think (these points are not always a model of clarity) 
that Oswald was in the Texas School Book Depository; 
that Oswald was equipped with a rifle, though he does- 
n’t believe it was the one Oswald ordered from a mail- 
order house; and that Oswald may have fired one or 
more shots from that sixth-floor window. But all that 
is, to Mr. Lifton’s way of reasoning, designed only to 
set Oswald up as a fall guy so that the actual killers, 
whom he believes assembled on the "grassy knoll,” 
could make their getaway unsuspected by anyone ex- 


killers — forget it. Mr. Lifton is too busy with his 
timetables, his tape recorders, his interviews and his . 
own personal reactions to bother with that. 

The “real” assassins — and this is the whole point of 
,Mr. Lifton’s 747 pages of dense prose — had to alter 
‘Kennedy’s body so that the autopsy, the inquest, the 
medics, the reporters, the investigators, the whole 
world would believe that the assassin was Oswald and . 
not the sinister forces who caused a “puff of smoke” , 
on the "grassy knoll.” This was no easy task. But, as 
Mr. Lifton describes it, the assassins were willing to 
go to any lengths: manipulation of evidence, use of 
two or more coffins, exchanges of coffins carried out 
so rapidly it makes the head spin, squads of under- . 
cover conspirators (not one of whom has ever been 
identified) and possible subversion of security person- 
nel. So it was, he concludes, that the conspirators were 
able to steal the corpse of J.F.K. from under the eyes 


of his widow and the Kennedy party and accomplish 
the "brain- wound forgery” that threw us all off the 
track and caused the Warren Commission and almost 
everyone except Mr. Lifton to suppose that Oswald 
fired those bullets. 

No says Mr. Lifton. The bullets came from the front, 
from the grassy knoll where so many critics, as he 
•calls them, think they can see a blurred man with gun 
'in hand in one of the snapshots taken of the area. 

Well, I guess you can say that no one before Mr. Lif- 
ton has constructed a theory so complicated, so qui- 
rky, in such violation of every law of common sense 
and reason. But that is not to say that his efforts will 
not be surpassed in the future. So far as I know, Mr. 
Lifton is the first to advance the "empty coffin” no- 
tion. But it was bound to come. Years ago, when I was 
a young reporter in Chicago, I had to 
produce each year a story to run on 
April 14, the anniversary of Lincoln’s 1 
assassination. I well remember one 
such story, which was headlined “The 
Coffin Was Empty.” I got it from an 
elderly Lincoln buff who claimed that 
the accepted Lincoln assassination 
story was a cover-up, that in fact Lin- 
coln had never been shot, that he had 
• wearied of life in the White House and 
had stage-managed the scene with John 
Wilkes Booth. The old man claimed 
that Lincoln had lived on a farm in 
some backwater of southern Illinois 
until well into the 1880’s. Seven million 
people had seen Lincoln’s black coffin 
in the procession that made its way 
from Washington to Philadelphia to 
New York and west to Cleveland, Co- 
lumbus, Indianapolis, Chicago and 
Springfield. They did not know that the 
coffin was empty. 

So it goes. Probably after the year 
2000 the Kennedy assassination books 
will begin to thin out, but mark my 
word, 2063 will bring a new spate. 

But out of all of this, I suspect, not one 
tangible piece of new evidence will be 
established: not one new witness who 
will say, “Yes, I saw the killer”; not 
one man who will say, “Yes, I helped 
forge the surgical evidence”; not one 
new bullet, not one new accomplice, no 
mastermind, no evidence of involve- 
ment of L.B.J., Allen Dulles, J. Edgar 
Hoover, Fidel Castro, Nikita Khru- 
shchev, the K.G.B., the C.I.A., the 
K.K.K., oil millionaires, Maoists, fascists or members 
of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. 

The labor of Mr. Lifton is the best evidence for my 
assertion. He has worked 15 or 16 years. He has inter- 
viewed hundreds of persons ; he has read, so he says, 
everything. But he has made no case. He has tried to 
count all the trees in the forest and prove that others 
have sometimes identified an ash as a maple or an oak 
as a willow. But he has given us no vision of the forest 
! equal to the one presented by the ordinary working re- 
porters who threw themselves into the inquiry a few 
moments after John Kennedy was shot. 

But none of this will halt the tide of rumor. Psycho- 
logically, we cannot now, and probably never will be 
able to, accept the mean notion that one social misfit 
with a mail-order gun could bring an end to the dream 
of Camelot. E 
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